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RESULTS OF TWO YEARS' OPERATION OF THE LITERACY TEST 
FOR ADMISSION OF IMMIGRANTS 

The illiteracy test clause of the Burnett-Smith Immigration Act of February 
5, 1917, went into effect on May 5, 1917. Under the provisions of this act, all 
aliens over sixteen years of age, physically capable of reading who cannot read 
the English language or some other language or dialect, are excluded from ad- 
mission to the United States. The main exceptions to this clause are : (1) that 
any alien admitted into this country, before or after the passage of this act, may 
bring in or send for his father or grandfather over fifty-five years of age, his wife, 
his mother, his grandmother, or his unmarried or widowed daughter, whether 
such relatives can read or not, and (2) that aliens who cannot read but who are 
seeking admission into the United States to avoid religious persecution in the 
country of their last permanent residence may be admitted. 

The following table shows the results of the operation of the illiteracy test 
clause during the two fiscal years ending June 30, 1918 and 1919. 

It will be seen that for some races, such as the Bohemian and Moravian, the 
Slovak, the Magyar, the Turkish, and the Croation and Slovenian, the total 
number admitted during the two years is small and that consequently percent- 
ages based upon these numbers are not so significant as are those based upon 
the larger totals of the other races. 

The total number of all races debarred in the two years on account of illiteracy 
was 3,053, or 426 more than shown in the table. Of the 426 not included in the 
table, 302 were black Africans. 

During the two years of the operation of the literacy test, 205,988 aliens were 
admitted to this country. The number debarred on account of illiteracy was 
2,627, or 1.3 per cent of the total number admitted. Excluding the Mexicans, 
the percentages of all races debarred on account of illiteracy were 1.1 for the 
two-year period, and 1.2 and .9 for the years 1917-18 and 1918-19 respectively. 
From the spring of 1917 to June 30, 1919, 29,563 illiterate Mexican laborers were 
temporarily admitted to the United States under departmental exemptions. 
The percentages of Mexicans debarred do not, therefore, indicate the extent to 
which illiterates of this race applied for admission to this country during the 
two years covered.* 

It will be seen that among the eleven racial groups having a smaller percent- 
age debarred than the average for all races during the two years, four represent 
the new immigration, namely, the Finnish, the Spanish, the Portuguese, and the 
Hebrews. Of the races showing proportions debarred above 1.1 per cent, the 
French is the only one from northwestern Europe; while all the others (Mexicans 
excepted) are from southern and southwestern Europe. The races showing the 
highest percentages debarred on account of illiteracy are the Lithuanian, the 
Polish, the Bulgarian, Servian, and Montenegrin, and the Syrian. The Turk- 
ish shows the highest percentages debarred during the two years; however, it 
should be observed that this percentage is based upon a small number admitted. 
It is interesting to note that of the races showing the highest proportions de- 

* Report of the Commissioner-General of Immigration, 1919, pp. 24-25. 
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barred for the two years, the Polish, the Bulgarian, Servian and Montenegrin, 
and the Syrian show smaller percentages debarred on account of illiteracy in 
1918-19 than in 1917-18. Of the Polish, for instance, 13.4 per cent were debarred 
on account of illiteracy in 1917-18; while in 1918-19 only 5.2 per cent were de- 
barred for the same cause. The proportion debarred for all races (not including 
Mexicans) was 25 per cent lower in 1918-19 than in 1917-18, the difference 
between nine-tenths of 1 per cent (0.9) and 1.2 per cent. Of the twenty-eight 
racial groups included in the table, fifteen show a decrease in the percentages 
debarred on account of illiteracy in 1918-19 as compared with 1917-18, nine 
show an increase, while four show no change. The two years' experience thus 
suggests the probability that the percentages debarred on account of illiteracy 
are likely further to decrease rather than to increase. 

ILLITERATE ALIENS DEBARRED FROM ENTERING THE UNITED STATES DURING 
THE FISCAL YEARS 1917-18 AND 1918-19 COMPARED WITH THE PROPORTIONS 
OF ILLITERATES ADMITTED INTO THE UNITED STATES DURING THE PERIOD 
1899-1917, BY RACES 
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1 Illiterates during 1899-1917 are immigrants, both sexes, fourteen years of age and over, who can 
neither read nor write. The percentages are of the total number admitted, not of the total number 
admitted who were fourteen years of age and over. If the latter percentages were calculated, they 
would obviously be higher, but not much so because of the fact that comparatively few of the immi- 
grants are below the age of fourteen upon their arrival. 

2 The percentages debarred for all races do not include Mexicans. 

a Since the spring of 1917, 29,563 Mexican laborers were admitted to the United States who were 
exempted from the literacy test. See Report of Commissioner-General of Immigration to the Secretary 
of Labor, 1919, p. 25. 

(a)Less than one-tenth of 1 per cent. 



101] Notes 335 

During the period 1899-1917, 13,821,126 immigrants from the races shown in 
the table were admitted into the United States. Of this number 3,029,752, or 
21.9 per cent were illiterates who could neither read nor write. It goes without 
saying that the illiteracy clause above referred to did not reduce the proportions 
of illiteracy among the several races studied. It is evident that the effect of this 
clause has been to reduce considerably the numbers of illiterates seeking ad- 
mission into this country. The Portuguese and the South Italians furnish a 
striking example of this. Over 50 per cent of the Portuguese admitted during 
1899-1917 were illiterates; while during the two years studied only .6 per cent 
were excluded from admission on account of illiteracy. Of the South Italians 
2.9 per cent were refused admission on account of illiteracy during 1917-18 
and 1918-19, whereas during 1899-1917 over 45 per cent of the total admitted 
of this race could neither read nor write. The Polish, the Bulgarian, Servian, 
and Montenegrin, and the Syrian do not show the same reductions in the 
proportions of illiterates seeking admission as are shown by any of the other 
races exhibited in the table. 

It will be noticed that the Bohemian and Moravian is the only race which 
shows a proportion of illiterates debarred during 1917-18 to 1918-19 which is 
higher than the proportion of illiterates admitted during 1899-1917. However, 
it should not be overlooked in this connection that the percentage of the Bohem- 
ian and Moravian debarred during this period is based on the small number 
admitted. 

An examination of the figures in Table XVII of the Reports of the Commis- 
sioner-General of Immigration for 1918 and 1919 shows that illiteracy as a cause 
for exclusion from admission during the two-year period was next in importance 
only to the cause "likely to become a public charge." The number rejected 
for illiteracy was about 19 per cent of the total number debarred for all other 
thirty-four causes mentioned in the Reports of the Commissioner-General of 
Immigration. 

An analysis of the data presented in the table leads to the following conclu- 
sions in regard to the effect of the operation of the illiteracy test during the first 
two years: (1) It has considerably reduced the proportions of illiterates seeking 
admission into this country, though not to the same extent among all races; 
(2) the proportions debarred on account of illiteracy are likely further to decrease 
rather than to increase; and (3) illiteracy, compared with other causes for 
exclusion from admission, is very important. 

Louis Bloch. 

Russell Sage Foundation. 

Formerly with the 
Carnegie Americanization Study. 

STATISTICS OF COLLEGE GRADUATES 

The following paper gives the results of a study of American statistics of 
collegiate and professional education with two objects in view: first, to esti- 
mate the number of male college graduates in the country at various dates hold- 
ing degrees of A.B., B.S., Ph.B., or B.L., and the proportion of males over 



